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CHAPTER IV.
THE AGE OF MILTON.
1608-1674,

TuE Elizabethan age proper closed with the death of the
queen, and the accession of James I, in 1603, but the litera-
ture of the fifty years following was quite as rich as that of
the half-century that had passed since she came to the throne,
in 1557. The same qualities of thought and style which had
marked the writers of her reign prolonged themselves in
their successors, through the reigns of the first two Stuart
kings and the Commonwealth. Yet there was a change in
spirit. Literature is only one of the many forms in which
the national mind expresses itself. In periods of political
revolution, literature, leaving the serene air of fine art, par-
takes the violent agitation of the times. There were seeds
of civil and religious discord in Elizabethan England. As
be.tween the two parties in the Church there was a compro-
mise and a truce rather than a final settlement. The Angli-
can doctrine was partly Calvinistic and partly Arminian.
The form of government was Episcopal, but there was a large
body of Presbyterians in the Church who desired a change.
In the ritual and ceremonies many “rags of popery” h?d
been retained, which the extreme reformers wished to tear
away. But Elizabeth was a worldly-minded woman, impa-
tient of theological disputes. Though ecircumstances had
made her the champion of Protestantism in Europe she kept
many Catholic notions; disapproved, for example, of the
marriage of priests, and hated sermons. She was jealous
?f her prerogative in the State, and in the Church she en-

forced uniformity, The authors of the Martin Marprelate
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pamphlets against the bishops were punished by death or
imprisonment, While the queen lived things were kept well
together and England was at one in face of the common foe.
Admiral Howard, who commanded the English naval forces
against the Armada, was a Catholic.

But during the reign of James L (1603-1625) and Charles
L. (1625-1649) Puritanism grew stronger through repression.
« England,” says the historian Green,  became the people of
a book, and that book the Bible.” The power of the king
was used to impose the power of the bishops upon the En-
glish and Secotch Churches until religious discontent be-
came also political discontent, and finally overthrew the
throne, The writers of this period divided more and more
into two hostile camps, On the side of Church and king
was the bulk of the learning and genius of the time. But
on the side of free religion and the Parliament were the
stern conviction, the fiery zeal, the exalted imagination of
English Puritanism. The spokesman of this movement
was Milton, whose great figure dominates the literary his-
tory of his generation, as Shakspere does of the generation
preceding.

The drama went on in the course marked out for it by
Shakspere’s example until the theaters were closed by Par-
liament, in 1642. Of the Stuart dramatists the most im-
portant were Beaumont and Fletcher, all of whose plays
were produced during the reign of James L These were
fifty-three in number, but only thirteen of them were joint
productions. Francis Beaumont was twenty years younger
than Shakspere, and died a few years before him. He was
the son of a judge of the Common Pleas. His collaborator,
John Fletcher, a son of the bishop of London, was five years
older than Beaumont, and survived him nine years. He was
much the more prolific of the two and wrote alone some forty
plays. Although the life of one of these partners was con-
terminous with Shakspere’s, their works exhibit a later phase
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of the dramatic art. The Stuart dramatists followed the lead
of Shakspere rather than of Ben Jonson. Their plays, like
the former’s, belong to the romantic drama. They present
a poetic and idealized version of life, deal with the highest
passions and the wildest buffoonery, and introduce a great
variety of those daring situations and incidents which we
agree to call romantic. But, while Shakspere seldom or
never overstepped the modesty of nature, his successors ran
into every license. They sought to stimulate the jaded
appetite of their audience by exhibiting monstrosities of
character, unnatural lusts, subtleties of crime, virtues and
vices both in excess.

Beaumont and Fletcher’s plays are much easier and more
agreeable reading than Ben Jonson’s. Though often loose
in their plots and without that consistency in the develop-
ment of their characters which distinguished Jonson’s more
conscientious workmanship, they are full of graceful dialogue
and beautiful poetry. Dryden said that after the Restora-
tion two of their plays were acted for one of Shakspere’s
or Jonson’s throughout the year, and he added that they
“understood and imitated the conversation of gentlemen
much better, whose wild debaucheries and quickness of wit
in repartees no poet can ever paint as they have done.”
Wild debauchery was certainly not the mark of a gentleman
in Shakspere, nor was it altogether so in Beaumont and
Fletcher. Their gentlemen are gallant and passionate lovers,
gay cavaliers, generous, courageous, courteous—according
to the fashion of their times—and sensitive on the point of
honor, They are far superior to the cold-blooded rakes of
Dryden and the Restoration comedy. Still the manners and
language in Beaumont and Fletcher’s plays are extremely
licentious, and it is not hard to sympathize with the objec-
tions to the theater expressed by the Puritan writer, William
Prynne, who, after denouncing the long hair of the cavaliers
in his tract, Zhe Unloveliness of Lovelocks, attacked the
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stage, in 1638, with Histrio-mastiz: the Player's S_codu-?'ge ,{
an offense for which he was fined, 1mPrlsoned, pilloried, anc
had his ears cropped. Coleridge said that Shakspere Was‘%
coarse, but never gross, He had the healt-},ly coarseness o
nature herself, But Beaumont and Flfetcher 8 pages are cor-
rupt. Even their chaste women are immodest in languagie
and thought. They use not merely that fra..nk.ness of speech
which was a fashion of the times, but a profusion of‘ (}bSC-CI{lie
imagery which could not proce.ed fr?m a pure mlél i;
Chastity with them is rather a bodily aceident than a virtu
; rt, says Coleridge.
Ofgfxol:lzl ti,le gest of the%r light comedies are Zhe Cha%ffs’
The Seornful Lady, The Spanish C-z.::rate, and Rule a h@']."e
and Have o Wife. But far superior to these are tqe{r
tragedies and tragi-comedies, 7%e ﬂfaid’:s .ﬂ*agedy, Ph?il;ea;er,
A King and No King—all written 301‘11t1y—and a }(in-
tinian and Thierry and Theodoret, written by Fletcher
alone, but perhaps, in part, sketched out by Beaym?}t.
The tragic masterpiece of Beaumont .and Fletche.r 18 < ]ae
Maid’s Tragedy, a powerful but repulsive play, T‘Vhlch 1 ec; 8
a singular light not only upen its authors’ dramatic me; oﬂs,
but also wpon the attitude toward royal.ty favored by 1e‘
doctrine of the divine right of kings, which grew up llIld.EI
the Stuarts. The heroine, Evadne, has been in secret a mis-
tress of the king, who marries her to Amintor,'a gentleman
of his court, because, as she explains to her bridegroom, on
the wedding night,
I must have one

To father children, and to bear the name

Of husband to me, that my sin may be

More honorable.

This scene is, perhaps, the most affecting ’and 1mpress§1£z
in the whole range of Beaumont and Fletcher’s dlam‘i. e
when Evadne names the king as her paramour, Amin
exclaims :
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O thou hast named a word that wipes away

All thoughts revengeful. In that sacred name
“The king ” there lies a terror. What frail man
Dares lift his hand against it? Let the gods
Speak to him when they please ; till when, let us
Suffer and wait.

And the play ends with the words

On lustful kings,
Unlooked-for sudden deaths from heaven are sent,
But cursed is he that is their instrument,

Aspatia, in this tragedy, is a good instance of Beaumont
and Fletcher’s pathetic characters, She is troth-plight wife to
Amintor, and after he, by the king’s command, has forsaken
her for Evadne, she disguises herself as a man, provokes her
unfaithful lover to a duel, and dies under his sword, blessing
the hand that killed her. This is a common type in Beau-
mont and Fletcher, and was drawn originally from Shaks-
pere’s Ophelia. All their good women have the instinctive
fidelity of a dog, and a superhuman patience and devotion,
a “gentle forlornness ” under wrongs, which is painted with
an almost feminine tenderness. In Philaster, or Love Lies
Blgerfmg, Euphrasia, conceiving a hopeless passion for
Philaster—who is in love with Arethusa—puts on the dress
of a page and enters his service, He employs her to carry
messages to his lady-love, just as Viola, in ZTwelfth Night, is
sent by the duke to Olivia. Philaster is persuaded by
sl.a.nderers that his page and his lady have been unfaithful to
him, and in his jealous fury he wounds Euphrasia with his
swor'd. Afterward, convinced of the boy’s fidelity, he asks
forgiveness, whereto Euphrasia replies, :

Alas, my lord, my life is not a thing
Worthy your noble thoughts. 'Tis not a life,
"Tis but a piece of childhood thrown away.

Beaumont and Fletcher’s love-lorn maids wear the wil-
low very sweetly, but in all their piteous passages there is
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from the deep springs of character—of that one brief ques-
tion and answer in King Lear.

Lear. So young and so untender?
Cordelia. So young, my lord, and true.

The disguise of a woman in man’s apparel is a common
incident in the romantic drama ; and the fact that on the
Elizabethan stage the female parts were taken by boys made
the deception easier. Viola’s situation in Zwelfth Night is
precisely similiar to Euphrasia’s, but there is a difference in
the handling of the device which is characteristic of a dis-
tinction between Shakspere’s art and that of his contempo-
raries. The audience in Zwelfth Night is taken into
confidence and made aware of Viola’s real nature from the
start, while Euphrasia’s incognrito is preserved till the fifth
act, and then disclosed by an accident. This kind of mysti-
fication and surprise was a trick below Shakspere. In this
instance, moreover, it involved a departure from dramatic
probability. Euphrasia could, at any moment, by revealing
her identity, have averted the greatest sufferings and dan-
gers from Philaster, Arethusa, and herself, and the only
motive for her keeping silence is represented to have been a
feeling of maidenly shame at her position. Such strained
and fantastic motives are too often made the pivot of the
action in Beaumont and Fletcher’s tragi-comedies. Their
characters have not the depth and truth of Shakspere’s, nor
are they drawn so sharply. One reads their plays with
pleasure, and remembers here and there a passage of fine
poetry, or a noble or lovely trait, but their characters, as
wholes, leave a fading impression. Who, even after a single
reading or representation, ever forgets Falstaff, or Shylock,
or King Lear?

The moral inferiority of Beaumont and Fletcher is well
seen in such a play as 4 King and No King. Here Arbaces
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fz.xlls in love with his sister, and, after a furious conflict i
his own mind, finally suceumbs to his guilty passion Hé i
rescued from the consequences of his weakness bv.the 1'15
covery that Panthea is not, in fact, his sister. But this i( lts‘
cut the knot and not to untie it. It leaves the denouenfeﬁ:
to chance, and not to those moral forces through which
Sh.akspere always wrought his conclusions. Ar?)aces ha
..fa-llefi, and the piece of luck which keeps his failure inn -
1s rejected by every right-feeling spectator. In one of (.)Tcel?t
Ford’s tragedies the situation which in A King and No ’2’92?
is 0{11}-' apparent becomes real, and incest is boldly made th;j
fsub]ect of the play. Ford pushed the morbid and 1111;1at111'ai
in character and passion into even wilder extremes than
Beaumont and Fletcher. His best play, the Broken Heart,
is a prolonged and unrelieved torture of the feelings -
Fletcher’s Fuithful Shepherdess is the best Entr’riish
TSorz;l ;}Eral}ua \;‘it.hIthe exception of Jonson’s frag;lenh })Slse
ad Shepherd.  Its choral songs are richly aetl
{nodula‘-ted, and the influence of t%)e whole p}(])lgm ?Ei:;}?ftti}
is very apparent in his Comus. The Knight of the B;min?
Pestle, written by Beaumont and Fletcher jointly. “-'2;.3 thJ
ﬁrst-. burlesque comedy in the language, and is ’em:* 11 i
fooling. Beaumont and Fletcher’s bl;lk verse is I.Il.le i en1
b;]ﬁ lles% masculine than Marlowe’s or Shakspere’s, by ;]:;:iri
0 ccessiv
enditﬂx;f‘ excessive use of extra syllables and feminine
. In John Webster the fondness for abnormal and se
tional themes, which beset the Stuart stage showéd its‘;alrfls:a_
tlhe exaggeration of the terrible into the h{,)rrible Fear 12
Shakspere—.as in the great murder scene in _ZL:[acbetla,—is
a pure passion ; but in Webster it is mingled with somethin
Physwany repulsive. Thus his Duchess of Malfi is present g
in the dark with a dead man’s hand, and is tolzl thalz its;fmt;3
hand of her murdered husband. She is shown a danlz 1:;
mad-men and, “behind a traverse, the artificial figures .of ehzr
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children, appearing as if dead.” Treated in this elaborate
fashion, that ¢ terror,” which Aristotle said it was one of the
objects of tragedy to move, loses half its dignity. Webster’s
images have the smell of the charnel house about them:

She would not after the report keep fresh
As long as flowers on graves.

We are only like dead walls or vaulted graves,
That, ruined, yield no echo.

0 this gloomy world!
In what a shadow or deep pit of darkness
Doth womanish and fearful mankind live !

Webster had an intense and somber genius. In diction he

t Shaksperian of the Elizabethan dramatists, and
is dark horrors

was the mos
there are sudden gleams of beauty among h
which light up a whole scene with some abrupt touch of

feeling.
Cover her face: mine eyes dazzle: she died young,

when he has procured her
Vittoria Corombona
ight-piece,” and it

says the brother of the Duchess,
murder and stands before the corpse.
is described in the old editions as “a n
should, indeed, be acted by the shuddering light of torches,
and with the cry of the sereech-owl to pnnctuate the speeches.
The scene of Webster’s two best tragedies was laid, like
many of Ford’s, Cyril Tourneur’s, and DBeaumont and
Fletcher’s, in Italy—the wicked and splendid Italy of the

such a fascination for the Eliza-

Renaissance, which had
bethan imagination. It was to them the land of the Borgias
luxurious, culti-

and the Cenci ; of families of proud nobles,
vated, but full of revenge and ferocious cunning ; subtle
with a perfumed glove or fan; parri-

poisoners, who killed
and inventors

cides, atheists, committers of unnamable crimes,

of strange and delicate varieties of sin.
But a very few have here been mentioned of the great

host of dramatists who kept the theaters busy through the
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reigns of Elizabeth, James I, and Charles I. The last of
the race was James Shirley, who died in 1666, and whose
thirty-eight plays were written during the reign of Charles
I. and the Commonwealth.

In the miscellancous prose and poetry of this period
there is lacking the free, exulting, creative impulse of the
elder generation, but there are a soberer feeling and a
certain scholarly choiceness which commend themselves to
readers of bookish tastes. Even that quaintness of thought
which is a mark of the Commonwealth writers is not with-
out its attraction for a nice literary palate. Prose became
now of greater relative importance than ever before. Al-
most every distinguished writer lent his pen to one or the
other party in the great theological and political controversy
of the time. There were famous theologians, like Hales,
Chillingworth, and Baxter ; historians and antiquaries, like
Selden, Knolles, and Cotton ; philosophers, such as Hobbes,
Lord Herbert of Cherbury, and More, the Platonist; and
writers in natural science—which now entered upon its mod-
ern, experimental phase, under the stimulus of Bacon’s writ-
ings—among whom may be mentioned Wallis, the mathe-
matician ; Boyle, the chemist; and Harvey, the discoverer
of the circulation of the blood. These are outside of our
subject, but in the strictly literary prose of the time, the
same spirit of roused inquiry is manifest, and the same dis-
position to a thorough and exhausive treatment of a sub-
ject, which is proper to the scientific attitude of mind. The
line between true and false science, however, had not yet
been drawn. The age was pedantic, and appealed too much
to the authority of antiquity. Hence we have such monu-
ments of perverse and curious erudition as Robert Burton’s
Anatomy of Melancholy, 1621; and Sir Thomas Browne’s
Pseudodozia Epidemica, or Tnquiries into Vidgar and Com-
mon Errors, 1646. The former of these was the work of an
Oxford scholar, an astrologer, who cast his own horoscope,
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and a victim himself of the atrabilions humor, from which
he sought relief in listening to the r'fbaldry of bargemen,
and in compiling this Anatomy, in which the causes, .symp-
toms, prognostics, and cures of melancholy are conmd.ered
in numerous partitions, sections, members, and subsec:';tlons.
The work is a mosaic of quotations. All literature 1s ran-
sacked for anecdotes and instances, and the book has thus
become a mine of out-of-the-way learning in which later
writers have dug. Lawrence Sterne helped himself freely
to Burton’s treausures, and Dr. Johnson said that the Anat-
omy was the only book that ever took him out of bed two
hours sooner than he wished to rise. =

The vulgar and common errors which Sir Lljomas Brow_ne
set himself to refute were such as these: That do‘lphms
are crooked, that Jews stink, that a man hath one rib less
than a woman, that Xerxes’s army drank up rivers, thr%n
cicades are bred out of cuckoo-spittle, that H.anmb:d Sp‘llt
Alps with vinegar, together with many similar fa-lla.c.les'
touching Pope Joan, the Wandering Je‘}", the dec’uman or
tenth wave, the blackness of negroes, Friar Bla.con 8 1)1:&7,011
head, etc. Another book in which great learning and mg?-
nuity were applied to trifling ends was the same a.Et-hor 8
Garden of Cyrus ; or, the Quincuncial _Lozenge‘z or Aetw?rk
Plantations of the Ancients, in which a mystical meaning
is sought in the occurrence throughout nature and art of t_.he
figure of the quincunx or lozenge. Brown? was a Phy“il(_‘.‘la:ll
of Norwich, where his library, museum, aviary, and bOtalil(;
garden were thought worthy of a special visit by the Roya
‘Society. He was an antiquary and a maturalist, and deeply
read in the school-men and the Christian Ffathe-rs. ‘He was
a mystic, and a writer of a rich and peculiar 1nlag111§.1tjl{?11,
whose thoughts have impressed themselves upon _man), TH}-
dred minds, like Coleridge, De Quincey, and Enlle.rson. ‘Two
of his books belong %o literature, ,Rc{.'éga'? .J[cd_z.w, pl}b]lsh?d
in 1642, and Hydriotaphia; or, Urn Burial, 1658, a discourse




